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ANGLO AND LATIN: THE CULTURAL DIFFERENCE 



L. Brice Bucklin 
University of Colorado 



It is commonplace that a citizen of one culture, when trans- 
ported into another, experiences three stages in his attitude toward 
the people among whom he now finds himself. First he is charmed by 
the quaintness of it all; then he suffers the pains of cultural shock, 
and finally he adjusts to the culture. There is another possibility, 
though. The initial phase of appreciating the. local color may merge 
in the space of a few days with the first symptoms of cultural shock; 
then there may follow a period of adjustment in which the foreign vi- 
sitor learns to appreciate the values of the host culture, and he may 
then relax into a. state of relative contentment tempered by moments 
of wild frustration. I offer as example of the latter the case of a 
North American lady who was a well-known educator in one of the re- 
publics to the south of the Rio Bravo. When a defeated political party 
held a rally to celebrate its victory, she said ,! I never will understand 
the mentality of these people." 

The aim, of this paper is to categorize certain cultural traits 
of our Spanish and Portuguese-speaking neighbors, recognizing that they 
have the right to do the same to us. In other words, we are seeking a 
comparison, not a value judgement. We can make a list of the things 
that they do and the things that we do; we can then weed out non-essen- 
tials, which are in effect the differences the foreigner accepts in a 
relatively short time. What is left are the traits that make the frust- 
rated North American exlaim n I never will understand the mentality of 
these people." 

Americans and Canadians returning from Latin America can give 
us a long list of observed cultural differences. Mexicans, for example, 
eat highly spiced food. Argentines, however, eat broiled beef short 
ribs and green salads, washed down with red wine and verba , while other 
peoples consume what unsympathetic Anglos call "the five basic starches." 
Women keep their own names in marriage. Families are more extended than 
ours, and at the same time more difficult for the foreigner to know. 

Few women of the educated classes work outside the home. Time has no 
meaning. Politics are a personal matter, defended or advocated more 
emotionally than intellectually. Opposing political parties are re- 
luctant to compromise their differences to vote needed legislation. 

Meals are at unusual hours. Latin American gesture more than we do. 

They like bulls and soccer, while we like boxing and football. 

Shall we continue: North American students dress informally, 

while Latin American students dress with care. White-collar workers 
skimp on food, but their white shirts are freshly laundered and their 
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neckties are fully knotted. There is more concern with personal offense 
than among us. When one calls on a man to discuss business, he must be 
ready to make small talk for the length of time it takes to consume se- 
veral cups of coffee and at least two cigarettes. We observe also that 
skin color is of little importance; — the legal Brazilian terms preto , 
mulato, moreno and branco serve to describe one's appearance, not one's 
social acceptability. Businesses are individual or family affairs, not 
generally corporations with thousands of shareholders who do not even 
know each other. As several Latins have told me, they don't feel com- 
fortable sharing authority and responsibility in a business context. 

We may noce as a related phenomenon the reluctance of Latin Americans 
to pay taxes, as well as their tendency to send money abroad for safe- 
keeping. Latin Americans feel less masters of their destiny than North 
Americans do. They look more to luck — witness .he proliferation of 
lotteries — and are more resigned than we when they suffer misfortune. 

I have learned via a returned Peace Corps volunteer of an 
attempt to start a cooperative among small sugar growers in one South 
American republic. They abandoned their several small trapiches and 
maintained the largest and best available. They did their selling and 
buying as a group, with one truck. They made money, as long as the 
Peace Corps was there, but as soon as the volunteers left the enter- 
prise fell apart. One volunteer went back to inquire whether anything 
had gone wrong. "No," was the answer, "but something might go wrong." 
Many of us have seen, in Argentina, buildings begun under the Peron 
regime and never finished, although it would be more economical to com- 
plete them than to build others. It has occurred to me to connect this 
phenomenon with another that I observed in Brazil some time before: 

A local citizen was praising the governor of his state. He 
was so popular, my informant declared, that the legislature was consi- 
dering a constitutional amendment to permit him to stay in office for 
one year beyond his term. "Why?" I asked. "So he can complete his 
program." "But why not elect a man of the same party who will finish 
the job?" "Oh," he answered, "the new governor will have a program of 
his own." 



If we examine the examples of cultural difference that I have 
given, we conclude that not all of them are equally disturbing to an 
outsider. We get used to different foods, and men at least are not 
unduly bothered by a different role of women in society. After all, 
everyone eats., and as long as we get sufficient nourishment of the right 
kind we can adapt to different schedules and different styles of food 
preparation. If women do not engage in the same activities in Lima as 
in Chicago we accept that as well. Every society has established a 
division of labor based on sex. We may categorize these differences 
using Kenneth Pike's term etic , as contrasted to emic ; 1 in other words, 
the variations in male-female role playing between Anglo-American and 
Ibero-American cultures are analogous to the variations in pronunciation 
in an English voiceless stop, dependent on environment. I suggest by 
this that learning to eat different foods or learning what a Latin- 
American lady is peimitted to do by her culture is little different from 
learning a second dialect of our native language. 




